T he annual survey of U.S. dental school seniors conducted by the American Dental Education Association (ADEA) collects information on selected characteristics of graduating dental school seniors. The survey seeks information regarding the reasons students pursued a career in dentistry, how students financed their dental education, students' educational debt and percent levels of debt, their practice and postdoctoral educational plans following graduation, and their opinions of the time spent on instruction in various subject areas.
ADEA distributes the survey instrument and response sheet to each dental school in the United States. Each school then uses its own distribution and collection system to obtain responses from their seniors. Once completed, the surveys are returned to ADEA for analysis. For the 2008 survey, the overall response rate was 78 percent (the total number of 2008 graduating seniors was obtained from the American Dental Association).
The following targeted summary focuses on presenting key findings and information from the 2008 survey. The appendix includes a selection of previously unpublished survey summary tables from the 2007 survey of dental school seniors.
Demographic, Parents', and Career Choice Information
Tables 1-7 present information on survey respondents' demographics, parental income and background, and factors related to students' decision to pursue dentistry as a career. Key findings are as follows:
• Of 2008 graduating seniors who completed the survey, 11 percent were from underrepresented minority groups, a similar percentage to previous years. The percentage of female graduating seniors (44 percent) was also similar to prior years' graduating classes.
• Two-thirds of dental school seniors did not decide to pursue a career in dentistry until after entering college. The top three reasons graduating seniors pursued dentistry as a career were the ability to control time for work in relation to family and personal interests, the desire to serve others, and the opportunity to be self-employed. The most influential factor reported by seniors as to why they choose dentistry was a dentist family member, relative, or friend.
Dental Education Expenses
Tables 8-16 present information on graduating seniors' educational debt, grants, loans, and scholarships, including information broken down by type of institution and race/ethnicity of students. Key findings are as follows:
• Nearly 60 percent of 2008 dental school seniors reported entering dental school without any educational debt.
• Between 2007 and 2008, across all schools, educational debt at graduation increased by 10 percent. In 2008, the average reported educational debt upon graduation from dental school was $170,000. The average debt upon graduation was lower at public dental schools ($143,000) than at private and state-related dental schools ($205,000).
• Nine percent of graduating seniors reported leaving dental school without any educational debt. Over half of students reported having debt of $175,000 or higher, including approximately 10 percent who reported debt higher than $300,000.
Dental Preparedness and Care
Tables 17 and 18 present information on graduating seniors' attitudes and opinions about the amount of time they spent and sense of preparedness they gained across a wide range of instructional areas, training, situations, and professional obligations. Key findings are as follows:
• Across most education and training areas, such as basic sciences, restorative dentistry, and ethics, most graduating seniors reported that the time devoted to instruction was "just right." However, nearly 40 percent of seniors noted that "not enough" time was devoted to practice administration, orthodontics, implant dentistry, and organization and financing of health services.
• A robust majority of seniors reported feeling prepared to perform across a wide range of areas, including operative/restorative dentistry, pediatric oral health, and geriatric oral health care. In contrast, over three-quarters of seniors reported feeling less than prepared for practice administration.
Plans After Graduation
Tables 19-27 present information on graduating seniors' plans both immediately following graduation and ten years after graduation. Key findings are as follows:
• As in previous years, most graduating seniors (53 percent) planned to enter private practice or pursue advanced education (38 percent). A small percentage (6 percent) planned to pursue some kind of government service.
• In the longer term, nearly all graduating seniors (90 percent) planned to remain or move into private practice, while a fraction of seniors (3 percent) planned to remain or pursue government service or employment at a dental school/other academicresearch setting.
Community-Based Dental Education
Tables 28-32 detail students' responses to and attitudes about their community-based clinic experiences. Key findings are as follows:
• Over the four years comprising dental school, 60 percent of seniors reported spending four weeks or longer providing dental care at an extramural clinic.
• Nearly 75 percent of seniors rated their extramural clinic experience as "positive" or "very positive." Almost half of the seniors reported that the experience improved their ability to care for racially, ethnically, and culturally diverse groups, while a much smaller percentage reported that the experience increased their interest in treating patients from underserved populations (28 percent) or in having any influence on practice plans (16 percent).
Attitudes About School Environment and Access to Oral Health Care
Tables 33-37 cover graduating seniors' attitudes about access to oral health care issues as well as the school environment. Key findings are as follows:
• Nearly three-quarters of all seniors reported that their school environment promotes acceptance of and respect for students and patients of different races, ethnicities, and cultures, although, across different race/ethnicity groups, slightly smaller percentages were reported by Native American and African American students.
• Seventy percent of graduating seniors felt that ensuring and providing care to all segments of society is an ethical and professional obligation and that access to oral health in the United States is a major problem. Nearly 60 percent of seniors thought that every individual is entitled to receive basic oral health care regardless of ability to pay. Tables 38 and 39 include information on graduating seniors' specific postdoctoral education plans as well as their opinions about required postdoctoral dental education. Key findings are as follows:
Postdoctoral Education
• The percentage of 2008 seniors who reported having applied to a postdoctoral dental education program (48 percent) was nearly identical to prior years.
• About 35 percent of graduating seniors thought at least one year of postdoctoral dental education should be required, while half of students felt that zero years should be required. Tables   T   he 2008 ADEA Survey of Dental Seniors underwent a number of revisions to facilitate more detailed and accurate collection of information. The summary tables presented in the body of this report reflect the 2008 survey; however, a range of summary tables from the 2007 ADEA survey of dental school seniors are presented here for informational purposes. For the 2007 survey, the overall response rate was 81 percent. 
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